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‘…Some presage of an act


Which our eyes are compelled to witness, has forced our feet


Towards the cathedral.’


T.S. Eliot, Murder in the Cathedral










Characters


THE DEAN, male, fifties


THE CANON CHANCELLOR, male, forties


THE PA, female, twenties


THE VIRGER, female, sixties


THE BISHOP OF LONDON, male, sixties


LAWYER FOR THE CORPORATION OF THE CITY OF LONDON, female, thirties


TWO CHORISTERS, male, ten


Setting


The Chapter House by St Paul’s Cathedral.


This play is an imagined version of real events. Characters have been invented or reinvented, events telescoped and modified.


This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.










From somewhere comes the sound of a choir singing ‘Te Deum Laudamus’ as set by Thomas Tallis.


The Chapter House, 9 a.m., Friday October 28th, 2011.


A large reception room, panelled walls with a series of tall sash windows facing out onto the north side of the cathedral; the room is on the first storey. There are portraits of the former Deans of St Paul’s from John Moses to John Donne hanging on the wall; a rather gilded mirror; a chandelier hangs from the ceiling. On the right of the room, a bookshelf rises from floor to ceiling accessed by a wooden stepladder; it is full of works of theology, variants of the Bible, service orders, the Book of Common Prayer and so on. The floor is stripped back to boards with a central thick carpet.


The centre of the room is dominated by a long table for a meeting. Incongruously on a side table is a kettle and a series of grubby mugs with tea items; a plate with cling film over it holds some depleted-looking biscuits. Also there are papers laid out as if for a meeting, in some state of disarray; the odd wrapping from a food item, coffee cups; the chairs are in a disordered state too and there is a flip chart with a number of notes and numbers on it.


The door stage right leads off to the corridor and the entry.


Through the windows autumn light, pale and cool, streams; there’s a confused sense of a presence beyond the palings and a low hum of noise, the odd whistle and cheer. The bells ring for nine o’clock.


The DEAN enters in an overcoat with scarf and gloves. He stands taken aback by the state of the room and makes as if to begin to tidy. This comes to nothing. He unknots his scarf slowly; drifts to the window; there is a sudden strange muffled sound as if a tiny pocket choir were singing; the DEAN gets into a slightly frantic business of extricating what it becomes apparent is his phone from his coat; its ringtone is Tallis’s ‘Spem in Alium’; instinctively he recoils from it, placing it on the table as if it is a foreign object.


He looks at it. He switches it off. The silence is satisfying. Now another phone goes – this time the ringtone is something altogether funkier – somewhere amidst the papers on the table; the DEAN locates it, silences it. Places it down thoughtfully, takes off coat to reveal dog collar and dark shirt with poppy.


Now the PA storms in – a woman in her twenties; she is also in a winter coat, slightly worn – her hair is pulled back from her face and her make-up is a little uneven in application; she carries an incongruously scruffy rucksack given her overall look. She drops the rucksack, out of breath and almost unable to speak.


PA. You’re already here.


DEAN. Of course.


PA. Sorry, ran from – Liverpool Street. Dodging – road blocks.


DEAN. Catch your breath.


PA. Yes.


She breathes hard.


Sorry, is it okay if I – ?


She rummages in her rucksack and pulls out an inhaler and takes a puff.


Better. Ah. Shouldn’t…


Now she gets a fit of coughing and rummages; the DEAN makes as if to help but she waves him off and finds some water and glugs greedily. Which makes her cough more.


Really wanted to pre-empt you – getting in, Dean.


DEAN. It’s ‘Mr Dean’. Actually.


PA. ‘Mr Dean’?




DEAN. If we are to use the correct nomenclature.


PA. ‘Mr Dean’.


Now the DEAN starts to tidy rather ineffectually.


No, no, don’t you… I should be –


She joins in.


Need some sort of black sack, really.


She exits off. He stands rather confused with some cups. She re-enters with a sack, takes the cups.


I suppose, in my defence, I slightly thought – with you ending so late last night – as I understand it –


DEAN. It was certainly late, yes.


PA. I suppose I thought you might have come in… a little later today.


DEAN. Oh. Oh I see. That I might have had a, what, a lie-in?


Cancel Morning Prayers perhaps?


PA. Well, okay… just, you know, given the church is actually – closed.


DEAN. No, no I begin to see the logic. You imagined, quite reasonably I suppose that we might, what, ‘reschedule’ – that we might push back the time-immemorial burden of worship, the commencement of the day’s liturgical tasks which begin at an inconveniently prompt hour and of course where would be the harm in that? I think only eight of us were there and all in email contact – and God exists largely outside time as we understand it.


PA. I’m sorry – that was probably hugely – ignorant.


DEAN. You come from the Development I think? Fund-raising? Well, during your time in Development you’ll have acquired the misplaced notion of St Paul’s as a workplace. A place of work. And yes it appears in so many respects I would imagine from your vantage point as a ‘job’, a job of work in a recognisably modern organisation, subject to contemporary expectations of work/life balance and Equal Opportunities, and we do aspire to that, we are not entirely antediluvian – oh, now I had better get on, really. This needs to be readied for the Press Reception at I think –


PA. 12.30?


DEAN. No, that’s Eucharist.


PA. My mistake – 1.30.


DEAN. You have the press office’s number?


PA. I’ve got a whole pack of contacts and – just processing it –


DEAN. I was told you’d be thoroughly briefed – well, we’ll need a round-robin to all staff –


PA. Great. So basically chapter?


DEAN. To the entire two hundred and fifty members of our staff –


PA. Got you –


DEAN. – a round-robin to the effect that we will reopen the cathedral for worship today at Eucharist.


PA. At 12.30.


DEAN. Indeed. And summarise these notes. In my hopefully legible hand.


He hands her a notebook.


PA. So these are, sorry – the minutes? From last night.


DEAN. It was a closed meeting.


PA. Okay. Okay. Well, I expect I’ll be able to… make them out –


She leafs through the tiny notebook. He waits. She looks at him.


The thing is I commute. From Royston. And we had to get a replacement bus? From Hitchin –




Suddenly she’s in tears.


And obviously I know about Morning Prayers, my dad’s a vicar for fuck’s sake. Oh God. And now I just swore.


And then I – blasphemed.


DEAN. It’s fine.


PA. No, it’s so not fine.


She weeps quietly. He stands.


DEAN. I don’t know your name. They told it me and I…


PA (almost inaudible). Lizzie.


DEAN. ‘Lizzie’. You say your father’s a vicar?


PA. I mean I would completely understand if you wanted me to – do you want me to go? I’m sure she, thingy, Barbara, you could probably get her in again.


DEAN. Barbara! Barbara is suffering from nervous exhaustion and is unlikely to be with us for some time. The straw that broke the dromedary’s back was her being called a very ugly word for a very private part of the female anatomy – was it by the Religious Affairs Correspondent for Sky? Can such a person even exist? So you are not only now working for an anachronistic organisation in terms of norms and expectations, you are also working for an ailing institution in – oh, I do find people to be very fragile these days.


Not that I exclude myself…


A phone rings off.


Forgive me. For speaking with such… asperity. So often this last week I’ve found myself speaking like a person I do not recognise.


PA. It’s really not a problem. I interned at a wealth-management place, off Cheapside. They called me the ‘Chavette’. I should probably get that?


The DEAN seems far away. She goes.




The CANON CHANCELLOR enters in jeans and a woolly jumper with a plastic bag of books.


DEAN. What is that song they always sing?


CANON CHANCELLOR. Sorry?


DEAN. The song they always sing. Whenever two or three gather together and a guitar is to hand?


CANON CHANCELLOR. ‘Kumbaya’?


He’s looking for something.


DEAN. I have no quarrel with ‘Kumbaya’.


No, this ditty, or is it a mantra, simply goes on and on, drones on, forlorn yet ostensibly hopeful, if the lyrics, such as they are, are to be treated seriously.


‘Everything’s gonna be alright, everything’s gonna be alright, everything’s gonna be alright, everything’s gonna be alright.’


Words to that effect. Are you looking for this?


He gives the CANON CHANCELLOR the smartphone.


CANON CHANCELLOR. Deo gratias!


DEAN. A theological overstatement perhaps?


CANON CHANCELLOR. Fifty missed calls.


DEAN. Ah. Your eager public?


The CANON CHANCELLOR looks oddly at the DEAN.


CANON CHANCELLOR. I brought back some of your lendings. Mr Dean.


DEAN. Oh. No necessity for that yet, surely. Canon Chancellor.


CANON CHANCELLOR. Had to pass the night somehow, hardly going to sleep. Rummaging through a whole archive of sermons, papers, stuff; don’t know if St Paul’s wants any of that. Probably straight in the shredder.


DEAN. Everything that passed between us last night remains confidential.




CANON CHANCELLOR. I’m sorry? Little thick-headed I warn you, too much – coffee.


DEAN. I mean I retain my hope that we might remain… intact. As a chapter. That you might reconsider your decision.


The CANON CHANCELLOR is speechless for a moment.


CANON CHANCELLOR. Yeah, anyway. Barth. Church Dogmatics. Volume Three, for some reason. Always assumed it was mine, but that’s your handwriting, immaculate copperplate. And your ‘Shape of the Liturgy’ I think. This volume of some of Rowan’s more challenging free verse, mmm, signed copy. Probably worth something.


DEAN. I do find contemporary poetry lacking in – discipline.


CANON CHANCELLOR hauls himself up the ladder to inspect the bookshelves.


I expect you won’t feel able to look over this press release?
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